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M
egan Stack’s entrance into the world of 
combat journalism was accidental, to say 
the least. The 25-year-old Houston-based 
LA Times correspondent was 
holidaying in Paris, during late 

September 2001 when the call came from her 
employers. The U.S. military campaign against the 
Taliban had begun and she was to be shipped off to 
Afghanistan as her paper, like others, scrambled to 
get as many reporters as possible on the front lines. 
For the better part of the next decade, Stack would 
cover Iraq, Lebanon and every other not-so-nice 
Middle Eastern conflict zone.

In Every Man in This Village is a Liar: An 
Education in War she summarises what she’s 
learned after seven years in hell: “You can survive 
[war] and not survive, both at the same time.”

During that period Stack goes from the initial exhilaration of 
being young and on the frontlines of history, surrounded by guns 
and adrenaline, to the sad realisation that 
war has rendered her numb to feeling. She is 
sickened by the whole experience, and yet, 
like a narcotic, it’s a hard habit to kick.

“It doesn’t matter why you went at first; 
now you are bound to stay,” she writes.  
“The importance of it gets inside of you, and 
then nothing else feels important at all, you are pale and flaccid 
in your days.”

While the rush might still be there, Stack is explicit in 
showing how the glory days of international journalism — if 
there ever were any — are over. Five-star digs with open bar tabs 
are replaced by sketchy dives in Baghdad’s Red Zone. The only 
romance seems to come from a creepy old Afghan warlord who 
becomes obsessive over Stack — which, while awkward, works 
well for getting exclusive quotes.

Stack’s title comes from a paradoxical parable: if a person tells 
you that “every man in this village is a liar,” he is either telling the 
truth by lying or lying by telling the truth. Reporting in the Middle 
East, this is a more frequent problem than you would imagine, 
often making it difficult to piece together all sides of a story.

Despite this obstacle — and her initial inexperience with the 
region — Stack shows a strong adeptness in understanding the 
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complexities of the region. Many fresh-off-the-
boat journalists, arriving in the wake of September 
11, disclosed their oblivious ignorance about the 
places to which they were posted. It was all too 
easy to ignore the rights of passage endured by 
foreign correspondents of old, who would develop 
a masterful knowledge of their domains abroad. 
Although new to the region, Stack was one of the 
few to quickly prove herself. 

Combined with a moving ability to write narrative 
prose and explain her feelings (or lack thereof ) during the 
horrible events she witnesses, the book is both informative and 
highly readable. It surely stands apart as one of the best of its 
genre in recent years. Throughout, the feeling is much more of 
learning alongside her, rather than being lectured. It’s a fresh, 
honest pair of eyes in a part of the world that is often maligned.

After making it through the worst days of Iraq’s sectarian civil 
war and dodging bunker-buster munitions in southern Lebanon 
during Israel’s 2006 war on the country, Stack had seen enough. 
She put in for a transfer to Moscow, where she thought violence 
wouldn’t be quite as much of a part of her daily life.

At the end of it all, she doesn’t try to tie up her thoughts 
into a neat knot — there really isn’t a way to do this. Too many 
people have died and too many insincere government promises 
have been broken. As the U.S. prepares to head home from its 
misadventures in Iraq, daily bombings and fire-fights are still the 
norm in the country. In Afghanistan, ill-advised alliances with 
corrupt warlords, the rejuvenation of the Taliban and the crisis 
of U. S. military leadership in the fallout of the McCrystal and 
Wikileaks scandals, all threaten the longevity of this fragile state. 
Even in current success stories such as Lebanon, which is again 
enjoying the bounties of tourism, the spectre of Israeli attacks 
or more internal political or sectarian unrest continues to weigh 
heavily. There’s nothing neat about the Middle East: it was a 
mess then and it is a mess now.  
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